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BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 



Field of the Invention 

The present invention relates generally to online financial systems for completing 
various financial transactions. Particularly, the present invention relates to an online, real- 
time system that allows a user to submit financial card application data and accept a financial 



lU criteria. 

Description of Related Art 

Financial institutions interested in locating new customers for their financial cards 
m (such as credit cards, debit cards, etc.) often rely on direct mailings. These institutions may 
1=^15 review personal information regarding income, education, assets (e.g., home ownership), and 
credit histories before deciding to solicit certain potential customers. In addition, the 
institutions determine the terms of the financial card offer (e.g., credit limit, interest rate, 
yearly fee, etc.) which are known in the industry as the "federal boxes." Using detailed 
selection criteria (e.g., female college graduates who own homes and have incomes over 
20 $25,000.00) and offer terms, an institution may send financial card applications to potential 
customers. These direct mailings are very expensive given the number of recipients who 
actually respond. The number is generally believed to be less than two percent (2%). 
Furthermore, because of the lead time and intensive labor required for printing, assembling, 
and mailing the financial card application packages, an institution must determine the 
25 selection criteria and the financial card terms long before the packages are sent. For a given 



card offer fi*om a participating financial institution as based on predefined applicant selection 



dircc. mai, campaign, onSte process begins. *ere is U«le. it any, oppor^nity .0 change 
eiftet *e selection criteria or Ure terms. As a result, there is little oppornmity to experiment 
or tune the process to find the most successful combinations of selection criteria and 
associated financial card t«ms. Even if the financial institution is willing to incur ti-e costs 
5 associat^l with multiple direct mail campaigns, ti,e target recipients may resent tite repeated 
solicitations. 

to addition to the disadvantages of the process for financial institutions, potential 
customers are also inconvenienced, nrose direct mail recipients who are not interested in tire 
offers must sort the "junk mail" ftom flteir regular personal and business mail. Those 
S ,0 recipients who a. interested in tite offers must complete the applications manually, maU 
I mem back to the financial institirtions, wait for them U> be processed, and titen wait for fte 
? financial card to arrive in tite mail. Furthermore, some interested customers simply may be 
5 hissed becau., fbr a variety otreasons, they never make it on a mailing list. Customers who 
i decide to Shop on their own for a new financial card may be recuired to make inquiries a, a 
S ,5 number of financial insti««ions, each of which must analyze tite applica«-s data to determine 
S „hich, if any, card is appropriate fbr tite applicant. Ms process is time-consuming because 
multiple telephone calls are needed and the same information must be repeated for each 
instimtion. Furthermore, tire potential customer may need to take notes regarding each offer 
or wait for offer information in the mail in order to compare tfie offers. 

m general, tite direct mail metirod makes it difftcult for financial institirtions and 
potential customers to comtect. First, tite application package may get lost in tite mail or, it 
the intended recipient has moved, the application package may never reach tire intended 
.cipient. The inability to easily alter selection criteria and associated financial card term data 
may mean that would-be customers are excluded ftom the direct mail pr^ess. The lack ota 
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single source of f^nciftrd application infonnation makeS difBcul, for potential 
customeis to Icam of or review their options. 

q IMMAR Y O" ™ TNVF.NTION 
The present invention recognizes the limitations of using direct maUings for matching 
5 financial institutions and titeir card offerings with new customers. The present invention is a 
sophisticated computer system that allows users to peruse and accept fmancial card offers 
from financial institutions interested in locating new customers who meet specific selection 
criteria. The present invention-which may be a^essed via the World Wide We^rompts 
a user for pertinent information. Additional credit history data may be obtained using the 
,0 personal and financial information provided by the user. A user may then be assigned a 
financial risk rating or grade/score based on the-personal, fmancial. and credit history data 
provided to the system of the present invention. The financial risk raUng may be used to 
locate financial card offers from financial instin,Uons willing to extend offers to users with 
tt,e specified rating. The user may then peruse the offers and accept an offer that meets his or 
,5 her rcuirements. Following acceptance of an offer, the usefs personal infonnation is 
forwarded to the financial institution for processing and a fmancial card in accordance with 
accepted offer terms is sent to the user. 

ppTPP nFSCRIPTTn^ HF THE PR AWING(S} 
20 Figure 1 is a diagrammatic representation of the primary components of the present 

invention; 

Figure 2 is a dataflow diagram for a preferred embodiment of the present invention; 
Figure 3 is a flow chart of the primary steps for obtaining data fVom financial 
instituUons and other outside sources; and 
,5 Figure 4 is a flow chart of the primary steps for processing an applicant transaction. 




DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTf 
Preferably, the present invention — ^Financial Card Application Service (Card 
Service) — is an electronic financial card application system implemented using the Internet's 
5 World Wide Web (WWW) technology. Distributed systems technology and a client/server 
model are used to create an architecture that allows Intemet and Online Service users to 
access the Card Service using the Uniform Resource Locator/Identifier addressing scheme of 
the WWW. The Card Service is assigned a imique identifier (e.g., www,FinancialCardcom) 
that users provide to establish a connection to the WWW site where servers that provide the 

10 features and functionality of the present invention are located. Once connected to the site, 
users interact with HyperText Markup Language (HTML) documents to provide application 
data (personal and financial information) and to review and accept card offers from financial 
institutions. Communications between participating entities of the Card Service are 
accomplished, in part, using the HyperText Transfer Protocol (HTTP) of the WWW. 

1 5 Because the Card Service is based on IntemetAVWW technology, it may be accessed through 
a number of interfaces — for example, native Microsoft® Windows"^^ applications or hyper- 
text mark-up language (HTML)/Web browsers. 

Referring to Figure 1, a diagrammatic representation of the primary components of the 
present invention is shown. Preferably, users connect to the Card Service via the Intemet 12. 

20 The Card Service is implemented as a site on the WWW accessible via a unique identifier 
(e.g., www.FinancialCard.com.) Multiple user interfaces to the Card Service are 
implemented as different types of clients. Users may establish a direct connection to the Card 
Service via the Intemet 12 by using a Web browser 10. Alternatively, they may establish a 
connection via an online service such as the CompuServe Information Service 14 and 

25 communicate with the Card Service using connection software such as the CompuServe 



Information Manager for Windows (WinCIM) 16. Methods for providing services via the 
Internet/WWW are well-knovm in the art and are not explained here. 

Li accordance with the standard communication mechanisms of the Intemet/WWW, 
the TCP/IP protocol suite is used for communications between the primary components of the 
5 present invention. As shown in Figure 1, packets in accordance with the TCP/IP protocol 
suite and destined for the Card Service are routed 18 to a Web Server 22 at the site for 
processing. Because security is a significant issue for online financial information systems, a 
Firewall 20 is established between the Router 18 and the Web Server 22. Transactions may 
then occur in a secure environment. 
jdO The Web Server 22, in turn, communicates with the Card Service servers 24-34 that 

PJ provide the features and functionality of the present invention. Initially, the servers 24-34 
N may facilitate the retrieval and storage of information from participating financial institutions 
and credit bureaus. Preferably, the information is stored on database servers 36 with which 
'S- the Card Service servers 24-34 interact to process transactions on behalf of users. When 
|J 5 processing a transaction for a user interested in applying for a new financial card, the servers 
ffl 24-34 may obtain information from the user and process it with the financial institution data 
stored on the database servers 36 and credit bureau information stored remotely (e.g., at the 
credit bureau) to determine which card offers are appropriate for the user. The servers 24-34 
also may facilitate the user's review and acceptance of any offers. Finally, the servers 24-34 
20 may commimicate the acceptance of offers to the participating financial institutions so the 
users may receive their new financial cards. 

The number of servers 24-34 in the system (including database servers 36) may be 
increased or decreased depending on the nxunber of transactions processed during a given 
time period. Some servers may be dedicated to providing a particular type of service (e.g., 
25 obtaining information from participating financial institutions) while other servers may be set 



up to provide all types of services. In addition, all data may be stored in a single database on 
one or more database servers, or stored in multiple databases on one or more database servers. 
The configurations of the various servers may change to accommodate an increase or 
decrease in the number of transactions that are processed v^thin a certain time frame. 
5 Because the present invention is based on Intemet/WWW technology, it may be made 

accessible twenty-four (24) hours a day from around the world. Potential customers may 
shop for a new card at their own convenience. Because potential customers are located 
through electronic means, financial institutions may reach them even if their mailing 
addresses or physical locations change frequently. In addition, the accessibility allows 

10 financial institutions to join the service at any time. Furthermore, financial institutions may 
upload to the databases selection criteria and financial card term data as needed. 

Referring to Figxire 2, a dataflow diagram for a preferred embodiment of the present 
invention is shovm. Servers running application programs that provide the features and 
functionality of the present invention facilitate communication between potential financial 

15 card customers and participating financial institutions, interested in locating new customers. 
The process begins when a user (applicant) completes an application 40 by providing 
personal and financial information (application data) 42. The application data may include 
the appliceint's name, telephone number, home address, e-mail address, income, other assets 
and liabilities, bank account numbers, etc. The servers at the Web/online site 44 prompt the 

20 applicant for the required information and then process it. 

A "grading system" process 48 may be employed which uses the application data, as 
well as other data, as input to determine which financial card offers may be presented to the 
applicant. Preferably, the grading system assigns a grade/score to the applicant by using the 
application data and other information such as credit bureau data to derive a letter grade and a 

25 numerical score (e.g., A-760). The assigned grade/score may then be used to search each 



participating .n^cial inStion's selection criteria 50 to locate the offers that .a. be 
p.sented to the applicant. Preferably, a financial institution's selection criteria are organized 
^an^atrixthat associates financial card tern, data withan^ini^un..^^^^^^^^^ 

For example, a bank may have the following selection matrix. 
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Grade 



Score 



700 and above 



B 



780 and above 



all others 



Offer 

(Financial Card Term Data) 

"Offer 1- no annual fee, 8.9% AfK tor o 
months, afterwards APR goes to 12 /o 
fixed, no cash advance fees or 
minimum finance charges 

Offer 2 - no amiual fee, 12.9% APR for 
6 months, afterwards APR goes to 15 /o 
fixed, no cash advance fees or 
minimum charges 

no offer 
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•o A 701 Offer 1 is presented is this example. 
If an applicant's assigned grade/score is A-701, Otter l is p 

■ ^ MQ he or she will not receive an offer from this 
If the applicant's assigned grade/score is A-699, he or she wii 

particular financial institution. The process is repeated for each participating financial 

,ade/score. ^ presentation of offers from p^icipating financial institutions is, preferably, 
done in real-time on the applicant's computer display. 

grade/score assigned to the applicant by the grading system may be viewed as a 

particular applicant shouldbeextended.offerandif so, what the terms ofthe Offer Should 

.ate andahighcreditlimittoanapplicantperceivedtobealowrisMi.e.,.asalow financial 
Hskrating.)Alternatively,afinancialinstitutionmay decide to offeracredit card withahig^ 
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financial risk rating.) , . „ ^ 

nf the offers the application data for the applicant is 
terms). If the applicant accepts one of the offers, tn PP 

. .e .... — „ o... ..e .... 

.0 P.u« 3, a «o« oHa^ of p.n,a. .«ps o.... aa. .0. 
0 — n. .a o^. o..ae .«ce3 . .o«„. So.e —on n,a, . .0^ 
^„.e.anaaeee.^a.n«aeaCe...,o.ea«.n.anaa.«HUeo..aa.a,e..pa.o..^^^^^ 
... aata financial caxa te™ aata) may be s-orea locany «, .n,p.ve 
financial institution data, tinanciai cm 

f *e system In ^ fns. step 60. parUcipaUng fi„aneia> — ns prov.ae 
performance of the system, m ,1,^ „r„ent 

.„^.anao.e.n.o™.afion*a.n.ay.neeaea.ocon.p..ea^sae„on..„..ep«e„. 

. ■ ^ „ •, For example, infonnation for forwaramg 
,5 invention (participating financial insn«t,onaa«.) For examp 

,„,he next step 62, selection criteria for each 
acceptea offers may be stored for later retrieval, in the next step 

l,at.g financial — n is obtained. In tbe next step 6. tbe terms of .e f^c. 
L ^ffers for tbe acceptable gradCscore combinations are specifiea C— c„ 
^, Preferably.a.e selectioncriterlaanafmanciauaratermaataare organism 

Hescribca above. «feten. financi. cara terms may be specifiea for eacb graa.score 
:binationfor„l.cb,befinanci.insfi.nfio„is..lingt„ma.e.o.fer...^^^^^^^^ 
.,„ionfiomcre.tb^ansanaotbert.rap^so.cesmayberetr.vea.s«^^ 
.ferab,y,.be.rea — isaccessorcontact— onthatmaybensea...^ 
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approach, the most current credit bureau data may be used in determining a rating for an 
applicant. 

In a preferred embodiment of the present invention, financial institutions are permitted 
to update their selection criteria and financial card term data frequently. The modified data 
5 may be uploaded as needed to the databases that support the transaction processing. A 
financial institution may be able to increase the likelihood its offers are accepted by changing 
the selection criteria (i.e., financial risk rating) and associated term data. For example, an 
institution may decide to lower the score associated with a particular grade so that more 
applicants may be presented with a particular offer. An institution may also decide to add 
'^0 offers for other grade/score combinations. 

The ability to alter online financial risk ratings and associated financial card term data 
Si in a substantially continuous, real time manner — a unique aspect of the present invention — 
Ul results in substantial benefits to both financial institutions and financial card customers that 
M direct mail and other forms of offers do not provide due to their static nature. Financial 
O 5 institutions may adapt the selection criteria as needed in accordance with the perceived needs 
of potential customers. In addition, the flexibility of the present invention (i.e., the ability to 
electronically compose and present offers) allows financial institutions to change the terms of 
offers or to increase the number of offers with different terms. Consequently, potential 
customers are more likely to find a financial card appropriate for their circumstances (e.g., 
20 because the grade/score associated with particular term data has changed, or because the term 
data associated with a particular grade/score has changed, or because new grade/score and 
term data pairs have been defined.) Using the present invention, customers, who one day are 
unable to locate a financial card that meets their needs, may, the next day, find one that meets 
their needs. Consequently, both the customer who accepts the financial card offer and the 
25 financial institution that sponsors the offer benefit. 



l..U.„.*eappUca..„aa.,«.appHca„.c^.-..a.a,e,oca.aa^..«e^ 

• ,2 Next 74 a grade/score is calculaud and assigned to U,e apphcan.. ^ 
processmg 72. Next 74. a gr ^^^^^^ 
5 ^e/sco^U calculated using *eappl,ca«ondaU and c«d.,h.«ory 

L .e c.i. .u.au in ..^e. XHc selcCon CeHa as e..died in ea. n.^ 
,,..n.sselecaon„a..is.vicwcd.o.oca..e — ca,do.e.ap 
.p,icani7a. Bac.o..is.enp«sen.cd.oU,capplicanUo,.iso..e„ev.e«7S. 0«e. 
. p.s.n.d in a .a., o, .^a. Po, .a.p.e. a s>nnn^ o. ca. .a, . 
,0 pl.ed in .c o, a n.enu .on. ... .pliC - a seleCion .0 ..e„ 

cac.o...a,.P«scn.cdinase.cso.ing.cco.p^^^ 

_ displa.. ..e appiicanl a.epU an o.. SO. appUCion da. .s .c„*d »d 

. ffv.rR'? Otherwise, offers are presented 

fo^ed .0 me financial ins««.ion sponsonng U,e offer 82. Oiherw, 
...pplica„aSun«.e.a.noaddi«onaloffe..op.sen.S4o..eappliean.,..^^^^^ 
, ;ep«sen.inven.ionoffe.su..anaa,.enef..,onna„cialins«.«onsand..ena, 

; «nancia.ca,dcus.on.e.. Using .e p.senUnven.io. financial ins.i.ions n,a, easil, 
• ..ecfionc.eKaandassocia.edfinanci.ca..e™da.a.we,lasi„c.ease*e.^ 

L„.c™eansof.ep.senUn.nfio„...e,^di...n.,.gs,.o.es.lfinane.ca. 

1. .inanci. ins....io. and po.en.ial cus.o.e. . .o. ,i.l, .o co.ec. on 
.„.....ep.esenUn.en.ion.ca.ecus.o.e.a.no..,.ed.o.inan,P^c^ 

• e «n offer Furthermore, they may review, at their own 
nhvsical location in order to receive an offer, i^un 

rnience,a....ofopfio.fio.a.a.ie.of.fi.Uons.iaas.„.eaccesspo.n..us 
^„cing.hean,oun.of.im=r=<.uired,o shop foranew card. 
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The present invention has been described with reference to preferred embodiments 
thereof. Various changes in form and details may be made without departing from the scope 
and spirit of the present invention. 
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